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B.

JOYCE WIENCEK

Teacher, Please Teach Me Some
Nursery Rhymes
B. Joyce Wiencek, Ph.D., is an assistant professor of reading and
language arts at Oakland University, where she is also affiliated with
the Center for the Improvement of Early Reading Achievement. She is
a member of the board of the Oakland County Reading Council, the
Michigan Reading Association, and the International Reading
Association.
ursery rhymes are a wonderful
way to engage children in
meaningful and enjoyable
language learning and language
play. They should be part of every curriculum
for preschool, kindergarten, and primary
grade classrooms. Why? Engaging children
in interactive and meaningful experiences
with nursery rhymes ( and their rich language)
allows children to develop their talking and
listening abilities and ultimately their reading
and writing abilities (Hennings, 1990;
Hiebert, Pearson, Taylor, Richardson, &
Paris, 1999). They are far more than simple
ditties that children learn. Nursery rhymes
teach children important oral and written
language concepts, which they will need
when they read and write. These concepts and
some suggestions about how to engage
children in nursery rhymes are included.
Historically nursery rhymes are products
of the oral tradition found in cultures throughout the world (Chapparo, 1979) and were used
as a means of passing important cultural
knowledge from one generation to another
(Obbink, 1990). To make rhymes memorable
they were created with rich rhythmic patterns
that were balanced. Often they utilized a poetic verse form know as the four-beat couplet
to tell their short stories (Geller, 1983). Alliteration, assonance, rhyming, and repetition
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were used to give them a sing-song quality,
which children love and which makes them
easier to remember and learn. They were designed to be participatory, inviting children
to dance, clap, toe-tap, sing, chant, and act
out the rhymes.

What Children Learn From
Nursery Rhymes
Nursery rhymes are often the first poetic
form of story to which children are introduced. Through exposure to, engagement in,
and memorization of nursery rhymes children
begin intuitively to develop an understanding of the concept of story. Nursery rhymes
contain many of the basic elements of story
structure, such as characters, settings, events
in a sequence, and in some rhymes, problems,
solutions, and dialogue as in "The Three Little
Kittens."
The role of repetition in nursery rhymes is
very important in language learning. When
children hear nursery rhymes repeated over
and over, they begin to join in because the
language is predictable. They often remember one or two key words such as "Humpty
Dumpty sat on a ... ," and as the teacher recites the rhyme they will chime in with key
words like "wall" as best they can. This is a
great first step and in time they will be reciting the rhyme word-for-word with or without
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support. These nursery rhymes are learned
and stored in short-term memory, but with
repeated exposure over two to three weeks,
children are able to place them into long term
memory.
Nursery rhymes have a predictable pattern
of words that never change. This predictability is important because it distinguishes the
language of nursery rhymes from everyday
conversational language. This predictability
will help children as they move from the oral
recitation of rhymes to reading them. Therefore, rhymes are a good way of moving
children from oral to written forms of language.
While listening to and reciting nursery
rhymes, children are hearing and producing
rich contextualized
language in a short
Rhymes are a good
story form. The benway of moving children
efits of this activity
from oral to written
are many. Nursery
rhymes use words
forms of language
such as "tuffet,"
"crown," "dainty,"
"gentlemen," "sixpence," and "fiddle" that
are not typically used in everyday conversational language. Exposing children to new
words helps build their receptive and expressive vocabularies. Research indicates that
children enter school with vocabularies of
3,000 to 5,000 words, and meaningful activities that facilitate vocabulary development
should be encouraged (Hiebert, Pearson, Taylor, Richardson, & Paris, 1999). A rich
vocabulary will be important in all aspects
oflife and learning, especially in reading and
writing.
Not only do they learn new words, but they
also develop understandings of the meanings
of the words in the story context. Consider
the rhyme that begins, "Jack be nimble."
"Nimble" is not a word that is frequently used
in our daily conversational oral language, but
children will learn the word and its meaning
if they are engaged in rich conversation about
the rhyme. This teacher-led conversation
should focus on the meaning of the rhyme
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and the meaning of individual words within
it. To further develop understanding teachers
may actively engage children in acting it out.
Not only can they physically experience the
word "nimble" in this event, but there also
can be conversation about words with similar meanings and about words that are
opposites. New words are more easily learned
in context than if they were taught in isolation, especially if there are multiple
opportunities to revisit the word and its meanmg.
Nursery rhymes also aid in the development of phonological awareness.
Phonological awareness is strongly related to
reading success (Bradley & Bryant, 1983) and
children who lack phonological awareness in
kindergarten and first grade are more likely
to become poor readers (Catts, 1991 ). The key
phonological concepts that children need to
discover and develop are rhyming, blending,
segmenting, substituting, adding, and deleting (Yopp, 1997).
Children love to hear and play with the
words in rhymes. It develops an understanding that words in speech can be broken into
parts or changed. When a child realizes that
"Humpty" and "Dumpty" rhyme, they've begun to recognize that these words have the
same endings. When a child changes the
rhyme to "Gumpty Wumpty sat on a wall,"
she is demonstrating that words can be played
with - changed - and still have meaning.
Ultimately, engaging children in nursery
rhymes leads to the development of rich receptive and expressive language, phonological
awareness, and knowledge of story, therefore
increasing the likelihood that a child will succeed with reading and writing.

How to Facilitate Nursery Rhyme
Learning
Introducing a New Rhyme
Introduce to children a nursery rhyme such
as " Baa Baa Black Sheep " by first reciting
it aloud with rhythm, expression, and enthusiasm. Encourage children to listen carefully
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to the rhyme and the sounds of the language.
Repeat the poem two or three times and invite children to join in when they're ready.
Stop and talk about the meaning of the
nursery rhyme and of any words that children
may not understand. For example, with "Jack
and Jill went up the hill To fetch a pail of
water," rather than simply telling them what
"pail" means ask them to think about what
they already know and how Jack and Jill
might be getting the water. Children will usually suggest a bucket is a good way to carry
water. Reread the rhyme using the word
"bucket." Teacher scaffolding like this helps
children make connections between what they
already know and the new or unknown. Continue to recite the rhyme two to five times
every day for two weeks or longer so children learn the words of the rhyme and place
it in their long-term memory. In-depth learning of several nursery rhymes is more
important than mere exposure to many, many
rhymes.
Recitation Games
Play recitation games with nursery rhymes.
First the teacher says a line, and then the children echo it. Another favorite variation is for
the teacher to say a line and then have the
children say the next line. One may also use
a puppet to introduce nursery rhymes. Children will be inclined to use the puppets
themselves to recite rhymes. Choral chanting is another way to engage children with
rhymes. The addition of physical movements
such as hand-clapping, leg-slapping, toe-tapping, and head-swaying help emphasize the
natural rhythm and beat.
Oral cloze activities are also good for engaging children in learning a new rhyme.
After reciting a rhyme several times, the
teacher begins to leave out a word or words
of the rhyme line and pauses so children can
fill in the missing words. For example, the
teacher says "Hey diddle diddle, the cat and
the .... " Children Ghime in with the word
"fiddle." This is especially good to do with
words that rhyme or have emphasis.
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Once children have learned a number of
rhymes by heart, introduce the rhyme: "I love
it. I love it!" Said Vivian Venn. "How does it
go? Let's say it again." Once learned, grab a
soft ball, and toss it to a child. The child who
catches it has to recite a nursery rhyme. Afterwards, participants chant: "I love it. I love
it!" Said Vivian Venn. "How does it go? Let's
say it again," as the child who recited the
rhyme throws the ball to another child who
will recite a different nursery rhyme. The
game goes on until everyone has had a chance
to play.
Dramatization
The fun physical activity of acting out a
rhyme helps make the meaning more concrete
and less abstract for children. For example,
acting out "Little Miss Muffet" with the addition of a simple prop of a stool for a "tuffet"
will help children internalize the word and
its meaning. These dramatizations don't take
long. Be sure to leave
props out for children
Playing with words is
so during dramatic
play they may reenact something children seem
to do naturally and love,
their favorites.
After a month of and they particularly
reciting and dramatiz- love anything that
ing nursery rhymes, involves their names
invite parents, another
class
of
children, or grandparents to see and hear the
nursery rhymes performed. This is also a great
time to reinforce to parents how important
this language activity is.
Play with Words to Build
Phonological Awareness
Playing with words is something children
seem to do naturally and love, and they particularly love anything that involves their
names. The purpose of the name game is to
take a child's name and generate as many
words that rhyme with it as possible. Begin
with a name from a favorite nursery rhyme
such as Mary from "Mary, Mary quite contrary ... " and then rhyme it. Now play the
name game with the children in the class. For
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example with a boy named Randy children
might rhyme candy, dandy, handy, bandy,
mandy, flandy, zandy, etc. Then recite the
rhyme using one of the words that the children generated so the rhyme now goes,
"Zandy, Zandy quite contrary." A variation
on this game is to take a line from a rhyme
such as, "Here am I,
Little
Jumping Joan" in
If learning nursery
which several words
rhymes does increase
begin with the same
the likelihood that all
sound and then create
children will succeed
variations such as
"Here I am, Little
with reading and
Dancing Diane."
writing, then how can
Recite nursery rhyme
we not take the time to
that have words with
do it and do it well?
the same beginning
sounds (alliteration)
and ask children to
identify which words begin the same as in
"Wee Willie Winkie runs through the town."
Another rhyme that encourages children to
notice more subtle differences between words
goes, "From Wibbleton to Wobbleton is fifteen miles." Many nursery rhymes can help
develop phonological awareness and the joy
of playing with language.
Moving from Oral Nursery Rhymes
to Written Nursery Rhymes
Once children have learned a number of
rhymes by heart, introduce the rhymes to children through large written charts. Model
reciting, reading, and tracking the text using
a pointer. Remind children that what they
know orally can be written down and read.
Model this process over and over again for
children and invite them to use a pointer to
track the print and recite the rhyme. Children
could also illustrate the rhyme. Rhymes could
be hung on a chart stand or the walls or placed
in a class big book so children can revisit
them. Through these activities teachers develop the concept of the constancy of written
language and many concepts of print such as
left to right, top to bottom, and the return
sweep (Clay, 1991) and the idea that every
child is a reader.
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For children in the second half of kindergarten or in first grade, type the text of the
rhyme on a sheet of paper and invite children
to illustrate it. When children know the rhyme
by heart (orally), they can take it home to
share with siblings and parents.
Include nursery rhyme books in the classroom library. There are many good ones that
children will enjoy. And as children browse
these books, they are likely to recite the
rhymes they know and love.
Fingerplays, Songs and Books
Nursery rhymes are not the only way for
children to develop their language abilities.
They can learn the same concepts and vocabulary through simple songs, poems, chants,
fingerplays, tongue twisters, and jump rope
chants. Repeated exposures (daily opportunities to recite) to songs, poems, and chants
are more important than mere exposure to a
different song, poem, or chant each day.
Books such as "J Can't" Said The Ant
(Cameron, 1961) or The Hungry Thing
(Slepian & Seidler, 1967) or Silly Sally
(Wood, 1992) or those written by Dr. Seuss
will also develop these abilities. Just as with
nursery rhymes, children need many, many
exposures to the language of a book, so reread these books over and over.

Closing
Considering all the benefits of teaching
children nursery rhymes, it seems hard to
imagine that we have, entering kindergarten
and first and second grades, children who
don't know any. It is in the best interest of all
children to teach them nursery rhymes in a
playlike, engaging environment. Children
who don't develop a rich language base and
phonological awareness are likely to struggle
with reading and writing. Conversely, iflearning nursery rhymes does increase the
likelihood that all children will succeed with
reading and writing, then how can we not take
the time to do it and do it well?
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